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I 
 
Part of this article is based on a paper that I delivered at the conference on English 
and Welsh Diaspora held at the University of Loughborough in April 2011. It was a 
remarkable occasion that produced a strong sense of community and a variety of creative 
interchanges. I was interested and stimulated, sometimes surprised and challenged, and 
occasionally exasperated. This exasperation says as much about me as it does about the 
conference. Many delegates spoke eloquently about culture and place, a subject that has 
become of urgent interest in recent years as environmentalists celebrate the local while 
advocates of globalisation VHHNWRGLVSHQVHZLWKLW7KHFRQIHUHQFH¶VHPSKDVLVRQWKHSRZHU
of local attachments seemed to me to be in danger of ignoring the significance of 
rootlessness, a state that is often presented as a characteristic of modernity, but which should 
not be confined to any specific period. Was my own experience of disconnection from place 
and past less meaningful, perhaps even less English, than that of delegates with a close 
connection to particular places? Was it simply an example of the aspirational self-fashioning 
of the upwardly mobile µchattering classes¶? I would hope not: delocalisation is a complex 
process and people from all kinds of background are increasingly likely to experience place 
as transition rather than location. The weekenders who can have such negative effects on 
rural communities are only one example of this geographical mobility. There must be ways of 
UHVLVWLQJZKDW1LFN*URRPFDOOHGLQKLVVWLPXODWLQJSOHQDU\DGGUHVVWKHµ7HVFRLILFDWLRQ¶RI
England without being reduced to a nimbyism that wants to hold place in stasis. And, of 
course, the internal displacements that have always been a part of English culture are now 
connected to a much larger pattern of global displacements that are changing the cultural and 
ethnic composition of England. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the conference was its 
attempt to move beyond both conservative idealisation of the local and a vaguely leftist 
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cosmopolitanism that seems oblivious to the significance of place to identity. This article 
attempts to build on this work by rethinking the well-ZRUQWRSLFRI-RKQ&ODUH¶VFRQQHFWLRQ
to place, and LQWKHSURFHVVUHWKLQNLQJWKHFRQFHSWVRIµORFDO¶DQGµSODFH¶WKHPVHOYHV 
In order to do this, it may help to locate myself as its author. My engagement with 
Clare, and my experience of the conference, reflects personal anxieties about identity and 
place. Does it betray some sort of psychic hollowness, or even moral failure, not to care much 
about where I come from, or where my ancestors lived, or what they did in order to live? In 
my own case, growing up in rural and suburban Bedfordshire in the 1980s, I struggled to find 
PXFKSOHDVXUHRUEHDXW\LQP\HQYLURQPHQW3HUKDSV,ZDVQ¶WORRNLQJLQWKHULJKWSODFHV0\
childhood and adolescence sometimes felt like a prelude to getting away and starting again 
somewhere more inspiring. So it was exciting to encounter Brighton and the South Downs 
when I went to study at the University of Sussex in the 1990s. There I developed an interest 
in the existentialism of Sartre and Camus, writers who have proved attractive to many 
dissatisfied late adolescents. In what I suspect was a creative misreading of their work, I saw 
LQLWDUHIXVDORIRULJLQVDQDVVHUWLRQRIWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VFDSDFLW\IRUFRQWLQXDOUHQHZDODQG
self-creation, a denial of place. The grey blankness of the English Channel, which I found 
curiously fascinating during this period, seemed the objective correlative of my own sense of 
emptiness and potential. 
What would an ecocriticism look like that took its existentialism not only from 
Heidegger and the phenomenologists but also from the Sartre of Being and Nothingness and 
Existentialism and Humanism? It might be more comfortable with dislocation and absence ± 
ZKDW:RUGVZRUWKFDOOHGµEODQNGHVHUWLRQ¶± and more aware of the contingency of all human 
projects, including environmental ones. It might be less invested in the local and authentic, 
and less likely to collapse into primitivism. It might be less prone to sentimentalising the 
Other. It might resemble in some respectVWKHµHFRORJ\ZLWKRXWQDWXUH¶mooted by Timothy 
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Morton in an important recent book. Its arguments are too complex to summarise here: it 
offers a critique of the role of nature and place in ecological writing, not only examining how 
they operate as rhetorical constructs, but also arguing that they impede ecological thought. 
Morton focuses especially on the limitations of ecomimesis: writing that claims directly to 
place the self in the natural world but which is inevitably troubled by the deferral of meaning 
characteristic of all texts. To the extent that Sartrean existentialism makes a virtue of 
displacement and contingency, it may have quite a lot to offer contemporary ecocriticism.1 
7KHVLJQLILFDQFHRIµORFDODWWDFKPHQWV¶KDVEHHQVHHQDVFUXFLDOWRWKHGHYHORSPHQWRI
Romantic poetics, and as a salutary reminder of the dangers of sacrificing a sense of place in 
the pursuit of modernisation.2 But the dangers of unreflective localism are nowhere more 
apparent than in critical work on John Clare. It is temptingly easy to construct a narrative of 
his life and writing that moves straightforwardly from home to homelessness, from a strong 
sense of self to a disintegration of identity. The importance of place in his work is not in 
doubt ± his capacity to find meaning in the smallest details of his environment ± nor should 
the deracination of rural communities by enclosure be downplayed.3 But when Clare writes 
about his experiences of childhood and youth in pre-enclosure Helpston, he often writes 
about alienation. To be a labouring-class poet in rural Northamptonshire, to read and write 
and to wander the fields without any apparent purpose or errand, was to be marked out as 
different; it was, in fact, to be out of place.4 This is one reason for my own interest in Clare. If 
reading and writing can transport us, however partially, to somewhere else, then for some 
adolescents it allows a temporary escape from a community (the family, the school, the 
village, the suburb) that may seem stifling or conformist.5 Literature did this for me and I 
think that it did it for Clare too: reading and writing as displacement. And perhaps writing 
that seems the most palpably locatable is in fact the most potentially dislocated: after all, to 
write about a place is to separate it from the self by turning it into an object. As Richard 
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&URQLQUHPDUNVµLWLVWKHREMHFWERWKIDPLOLDUDQGVWUDQJHWKDWPRVWH[FLWHV>&ODUH@¶ (140). 
His localism was always troubled, always displaced, always on the verge of vanishing. In 
&ODUH¶VZRUNWKHORFDOOLNHWKHILJXUHRIMR\LQ.HDWV¶Vµ2GHRQ0HODQFKRO\¶LVDOZD\VMXVW
about to leave the party.  
Like all forms of cultural analysis, ecocriticism, despite the efforts of some recent 
practitioners, is in danger of being mired in unhelpful dichotomies: the rural versus the urban; 
the local versus the global (or national); the human versus the natural; and so on (see Morton 
and Nichols)7KLVDUWLFOHGRHVQ¶WFODLPWREHDEOHWRHVFDSHIURPWKHVHbut it does at least 
attempt to problematise them. It stems from a larger project on the relationship between 
Romantic-period autobiography and national identity in which ,DUJXHWKDWWKHµ(QJOLVKQHVV¶
of the countryside, rather than being dependent on a simple process of othering, was 
produced through a complex intersection of different geographical associations. Clearly, as 
David Simpson has suggested, English national identity became increasingly defined during 
WKH5RPDQWLFSHULRGµLQWHUPVRISDUWLFXODU instances and local rather than cosmopolitan 
DWWDFKPHQWV¶LQUHVSRQVHWRWKHDVVRFLDWLRQRIWKH)UHQFK5HYROXWLRQZLWKµWKHRU\JHQHUDO
LGHDVDQGXQLYHUVDOLVWHWKLFV¶ (139). However, as he also points out, in practice this 
distinction was hard to maintain. Furthermore, recent research on the genealogy of 
globalisation has led to greater understanding of the increasing prevalance and power of 
global interconnections at least as far back as the eighteenth century (Hanley and Kucich). It 
is not only that the µVWUHWFKLQJ¶Hffects of globalisation might change our understanding of 
ZKDWWKHORFDODFWXDOO\LVDVLVVXJJHVWHGE\WKHDSWLIXJO\QHRORJLVPRIµJORFDOLVDWLRQ¶ 
(Livingstone)$V0RUWRQDVNVµZKDWLIJOREDOL]DWLRQ>@UHYHDOHGWKDWSODFHZDVQHYHU very 
coherent in the first place"¶ (170). For Morton, place is not so much a thing as a question. 
The boundaries of here are always fluid and provisional, and dependent on a sense of there. 
0RUWRQVHHVWKHORFDOOLNHWKHGHFHQWUHGVHOIDVµFRQVWDQWO\GLVVROYLQJDQGGLVDSSHDULQJ¶ 
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(175). One does not have to buy into his brand of deconstructive criticism to take the point 
that, when the local is invoked, it always opens up the possibility of other places ± perhaps 
even an endless metonymic chain of them ± rather than closing them off. Representations of 
specific rural places are therefore also, potentially, representations of the city, of the nation, 
DQGRIWKHUHVWRIWKHZRUOG7KLVLVDSSDUHQWLQ&ODUH¶VZRUN 
 
 
II 
 
My argument about Clare and dislocation can be clarified by examining an important 
autobiographical fragment that he composed in the early 1820s. Although it is well known to 
Clare scholars ± IRUH[DPSOHLWLQVSLUHV,DLQ6LQFODLU¶VILQHERRNThe Edge of the Orison 
(2005) ± the passage as a whole has not, as far as I am aware, been subject to sustained 
analysis. In fact &ODUH¶VSURVHKDVEHHQJHQHUDOO\QHJOHFWHGEy critics, a serious omission as 
passages like this are as rich, complex, and psychologically sensitive as any of WordswortK¶V
µVSRWVRIWLPH¶%RWKZULWHUVDUHLQWHUHVWHGLQUHFRQVWUXFWLQJPHPRULHVRIOLPLQDOPRPHQWV
when the self is bewildered and out of place, as a way of understanding the subsequent 
development of their own imaginations. Here is the passage in full:   
 
 
I loved this solitary disposition from a boy and felt a curosity to wander about the 
spots were I had never been before    I remember one incident of this feeling when I 
was very young    it cost my parents some anxiety    it was in summer and I started off 
in the morning to get rotten sticks from the woods but I had a feeling to wander about 
in the woods and I indulgd it    I had often seen the large heath called Emmonsales 
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stretching its yellow furze from my eye into unknown solitudes when I went with the 
mere openers and my curosity urged me to steal an oppertunity to explore it that 
morning    I had imagined that the worlds end was at the edge of the orison and that a 
days journey was able to find it    so I went on with my heart full of hopes pleasures 
and discoverys expecting when I got to the brink of the world that I coud look down 
like looking into a large pit and see into its secrets the same as I believd I coud see 
heaven by looking into the water    so I eagerly wanderd on and rambled among the 
furze the whole day till I got out of my knowledge when the very wild flowers and 
birds seemd to forget me and I imagind they were the inhabitants of new countrys    
the very sun seemd to be a new one and shining in a different quarter of the sky    still 
I felt no fear    my wonder seeking happiness had no room for it     I was finding new 
wonders every minute and was walking in a new world & expected the worlds end 
bye & bye but it never came often wondering to my self that I had not found the end 
of the old one    the sky still touch¶d the ground in the distance as usual and my 
childish wisdoms was puzzld in perplexitys    night crept on before I had time to fancy 
the morning was bye when the white moth had begun to flutter beneath the bushes the 
black snail was out upon the grass and the frog was leaping across the rabbit tracks on 
his evening journeys and the little mice was nimbling about and twittering their little 
earpiercing song with the hedge cricket whispering the hour of waking spirits was at 
hand which made me hasten to seek home    I knew not which way to turn but chance 
put me in the right track and when I got into my own fields I did not know them    
every thing seemd so different    the church peeping over the woods coublandd hardly 
reconcile me   when I got home I found my parents in the greatest distress and half the 
vill[a]ge about hunting me    one of the wood men in the woods had been killd by the 
fall of a tree and it servd to strengthen their terrors that some similar accident had 
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befallen myself as they often leave the oaks half cut down till the bark men can come 
up to pill them which if a wind happen to rise fall down unexpected (John Clare By 
Himself [JCBH] 40-1)6 
 
Perhaps the first thing to note is that this is travel writing and is quite typical of the genre 
GXULQJWKHSHULRGLQDVVRFLDWLQJµZRQGHU¶DQGµFXULRVLW\¶ZLWKµDQ[LHW\¶$V-RQDWKDQ/DPE
has shown, in the long eighteenth century the genre was sometimes seen as problematic 
because it threatened to isolate the self from civil sociHW\µLQRSHQLQJXSWKHXQGLVFRYHUHG
world, [...] [it] opened up also the terra incognita of the mind, those hidden spaces where ugly 
DQGXQVRFLDEOHLPSXOVHVOLH¶ (6). 7KHIRFXVRI/DPE¶VVWXG\LVWUDYHOWRWKH3acific, but really 
the precise trajectory of the journey is unimportant compared to the experience of the 
WUDYHOOHU&ODUHGHVFULEHVDFKLOG¶VWUDYHOVLQWRDSV\FKLFXQNQRZQODQGDQGWKHDOLHQDWLRQ
that results from this. A key influence is Robinson Crusoe, which affected Clare as a child to 
the exWHQWWKDWµQHZ&UXVRHVDQGQHZ,VODQGVRI6olitude were continually mutterd over in 
P\-RXUQH\VWRDQGIURPVFKRRO¶ (JCBH 15). This emphasises how &ODUH¶VHYHU\GD\OLIHLQ
Helpston was inflected by the potentially alienating effect of romance.  
Like so PDQ\RI&ODUH¶VWH[WVWKHSDVVDJHEHJLQVZLWKµ,ORY>H@G¶XVXDOO\KHWKen 
goes on to refer to a particular landscape or creature but here the love-object is solitude itself. 
Pleasure can be isolating and, for Clare, isolation can be pleasurable. Solitary pleasure can be 
found in experiencing the local and familiar, but the child also delights in the prospect of 
GLVFRYHU\DQGH[SORUDWLRQ(YHQHDUO\RQLQWKHSDVVDJHWKHUHDUHKLQWVWKDWWKHFKLOG¶V
µZDQGHU>LQJV@¶PD\EHWUDQVJUHVVLYHKHµLQGXOJ>HV@¶KLV GHVLUHDQGWKHµRSSRUWXQLW\¶WR
H[SORUHLVDVWROHQRQH+HLVHQMR\DEO\OHGDVWUD\E\KLVµFXU>L@RVLW\¶,QDQLPSRUWDQWHVVD\
John Goodridge and Kelsey Thornton have analysed the significance of literal (as a 
pedestrian wanderer) and metaphorical (as a labouring-FODVVSRHWWUHVSDVVLQ&ODUH¶V
9 
 
ZULWLQJV7KH\VKRZWKDWWKHUHZDVJRRGUHDVRQWREHIULJKWHQHGRIWUHVSDVVLQJGXULQJ&ODUH¶V
lifetime, given the draconian Game Laws and the often violent conflicts between labourers 
and gamekeepers. Such anxietiHVWKH\DUJXHFRQWULEXWHWRWKHSUHYDOHQFHLQ&ODUH¶VZULWLQJV
RIµWKHLPDJHU\RIODQGERXQGDULHVDQGRIWKHWZRIXQFWLRQVRIERXQGDULHVWRHQFORVHDQGWR
H[FOXGH¶ (99-100). One of the interesting things about this fragment is that, unusually for 
ClarHKHGRHVQRWLGHQWLI\ERXQGDULHVDQGWKHQVHHNWRFURVVWKHP6LPSO\JHWWLQJWRµWKH
HGJHRIWKHRULVRQ¶ZRXOGEHVXIILFLHQWZKDWWKHIUDJPHQWSURYLGHVUDWKHULVWKHIDQWDV\RI
infinite open space, in which it is impossible to distinguish the beginninJRIRQHORFDOHµD
QHZZRUOG¶DQGWKHHQGRIDQRWKHUµWKHROGRQH¶:KLOHLWLVWHPSWLQJWRUHODWHWKLVSDVVDJH
straightforwardly to the sense of space engendered by the open fields of pre-enclosure 
Helpston, as described by John Barrell, this needs soPHTXDOLILFDWLRQ%DUUHOO¶VLQIOXHQWLDO
ZRUNGLVWLQJXLVKHVEHWZHHQWKHORFDOµFLUFXODU¶WRSRJUDSK\RIDQRSHQ-field parish and the 
GHORFDOLVHGµOLQHDU¶WRSRJUDSK\FUHDWHGE\SDUOLDPHQWDU\HQFORVXUH (103, 120). He shows 
FOHDUO\KRZ&ODUH¶VLGHQWLW\DQGZULWing were bound up with the open-field system. However, 
what happens in this passage is that, when experienced directly rather than viewed from the 
village itself, the openness of the land surrounding pre-enclosure Helpston can itself also be 
delocalising, for it provides the self with no stable foundation, no clear connection to its point 
of origin.  
$VHQVHRIH[FLWHPHQWDWWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIGLVFRYHULQJµWKHZRUOGVHQG¶LVFRQYH\HG
E\WKHODFNRISXQFWXDWLRQWKHDQDSKRUDµ,KDGRIWHQVHHQ>«@,KDGLPDJLQHG>«@VR,ZHQW
RQ>«@VR,HDJHUO\ZDQGHUGRQ¶WKHSLOLQJXSRIDEVWUDFWQRXQVµKRSHVSOHDVXUHVDQG
GLVFRYHULHV¶DQGWKHUHSHWLWLRQRINH\ZRUGVOLNHµZRQGHU¶DQGµQHZ¶7KHUHLVDSRZHUIXO
pun at the heart of the passage: to wander is also to wonder.7 Above all, Clare gives an 
account of how the process of wandering/wondering changes the self and its relationship to 
the world. The child trespasses beyond the boundary of his knowledge and as a result 
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becomes less certain of his identity and what constitutes home. This is conveyed by the 
conceit that the flowers and birds no longer know who he is. Barrell points to the significance 
RIWKHSKUDVHµRXWRIP\NQRZOHGJH¶ZKLFKVXJJHVWVWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFK&ODUH¶VLGHQWLW\DQG
his ability to make sense of the world were bound to Helpston (120-1). But, as with a 
Wordsworthian spot of time, this feeling of disorientation and (self-)estrangement is enabling 
DVZHOODVWURXEOLQJ7KHFKLOG¶VUHVSRQVHDWOHDVWLQLWLDOO\LVQRWIHDUEXWµZRQGHUVHeking 
KDSSLQHVV¶7KHWXUQLQJSRLQWOLWHUDODQGPHWDSKRULFDOLVZKHQQLJKWFRPHV7KDWLWµFUHSW
RQ¶VXJJHVWVWKDWWKHFKLOG¶VGLVRULHQWLDWLRQLVWHPSRUDODVZHOODVVSDWLDO7KHIRFXVVKLIWV
from the workings of his mind to the nocturnal activities of the creatures he encounters. Their 
XQWURXEOHGEHKDYLRXUH[SUHVVHGLQYHUEVRIPRYHPHQWDQGVRXQGµIOXWWHU¶µOHDSLQJ¶
µQLPEOLQJ¶µWZLWWHULQJ¶µZKLVSHULQJ¶contrasts with the child¶VµSHUSOH[LW\V¶7KHXVHRIWKH
SDVWSURJUHVVLYHWHQVHµZDVOHDSLQJ¶RUHYHQSUHVHQWSURJUHVVLYHµKHGJHFULFNHW
ZKLVSHULQJ¶VXJJHVWVDFRPPXQLW\RIDQLPDOVHQJDJHGLQRQJRLQJLQVWLQFWXDODFWLYLWLHVIURP
ZKLFKWKHFKLOGLVH[FOXGHG&ODUHKHUHSURYLGHVZKDW%DUUHOOKDVFDOOHGµDPDQLIROGRI
particular impressions [...] DJURXSRILPDJHVDSSUHKHQGHGDVLWZHUHVLPXOWDQHRXVO\¶ (161). 
:KHQ&ODUHGRHVWKLVLWLVQRW%DUUHOODUJXHVVLPSO\WRGHVFULEHDSODFHEXWUDWKHUµWR
VXJJHVWZKDWLWLVOLNHWREHLQHDFKSODFH¶ (166). The twist in this example is that the 
µPDQLIROG¶suggests that the experience of wandering on Emmonsales heath is an experience 
of being out of place. The self becomes alien and ghostly, and it is appropriate that it is the 
IHDURIHQFRXQWHULQJVLPLODUO\UHVWOHVVµZDNLQJVSLULWV¶WKDWFDXVHVKLPWRVHHNto return home. 
7KHFKLOG¶VHQFRXQWHUZLWKµDQHZZRUOG¶KDVSURIRXQGO\FKDQJHGKLVLGHQWLW\OHDGLQJWRDQ
HSLVWHPRORJLFDOFULVLV+HGRHVQRWµNQRZ¶KLVRZQORFDOLW\IRUµHYHU\WKLQJVHHPGVR
GLIIHUHQW¶7KHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQSHUVRQDQGRULJLQKDVEHHQ cut, or at least severely 
ZHDNHQHG)XUWKHUPRUHWKHODFNRIDQREMHFWIRUµUHFRQFLOHPH¶ZLWKZKDW"VXJJHVWVWKDW
WKLVHVWUDQJHPHQWLVQRWRQO\WRGRZLWKWKHVHOI¶VUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKHZRUOGEXWDOVRUHIOHFWV
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an internal schism. This is not caused by a strange experience per se, but by having an 
experience that reveals the strangeness already implicit in the familiar. The distinction 
between the originary place of Helpston and the seemingly endless open space leading to the 
edge of the orison becomes difficult to maintain. Place is hollowed out.8  
,WLVVLJQLILFDQWWKDWWKHµDQ[LHW\¶WKDW&ODUHLPSXWHVWRKLVSDUHQWVDWWKHEHJLQQLQJRI
WKHSDVVDJHKDVE\WKHHQGWXUQHGLQWRµWKHJUHDWHVWGLVWUHVV«>DQG@WHUURUV¶7KHIHDUWKDWWKH
child might have been expected to have experienced, but which is earlier only implied, seems 
to have been projected on to his father and mother. In a similar move, his hunt for the edge of 
WKHRULVRQLVPLPLFNHGE\WKHIDFWWKDWWKH\DQGµKDOIWKHYLOO>D@JH¶KDYHEHHQKXQWLQg him. 
7KHUROHRIWKHµZRRGV¶LQWKLVSDVVDJHLVLPSRUWDQW7KHFKLOG¶VZDQGHULQJRIIZKHQKH
VKRXOGKDYHEHHQFROOHFWLQJµURWWHQVWLFNV¶VHHPVP\VWHULRXVO\FRQQHFWHGWRWKHDFFLGHQW
DIIHFWLQJRQHRIWKHµZRRGPHQ¶&ODUH¶VFROOHFWLRQRIZRRGPD\LWVHOIKave been a form of 
WUHVSDVV5REHUW%XVKDZD\KDVVKRZQWKDWDOWKRXJKµWKHWDNLQJRIGHDGZRRGZDVDQFLHQWO\D
popular right, protected by customary law [...] the transition from custom to crime occurred in 
the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as the wood-gatherer faced increased legal 
sanctions and was more regularly stigmatised as a wood-VWHDOHU¶ (68). The distinction 
between green and rotten wood was very much open to interpretation in the period; wood 
gathering might well involve gleaning the branches of a living tree. In 1766, Bushaway notes, 
the law on wood gathering was strengthened; gleaning wood from a timber tree at night could 
lead to transportation for seven years (80). That Clare was well aware of this issue is apparent 
from The Parish: A Satire (mostly composed in the early 1820s) in which he describes how 
µP\/RUGVFKLHIZRRGPDQ¶KDVEHFRPHWKHµWHUURURIWKHYLOODJHEURRG:KRJOHDQGWKHLU
VFUDSVRIIXHOIURPWKHZRRG¶7KLVZDVWKHSRRU¶VµODVWUHIXJH¶ 
 
Small hurt was done by such intrusions there 
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Claiming the rotten as their harmless share 
[...] 
But turks imperial of the woodland bough 
Forbid their trespass in such trifles now (Early Poems [EP] ii. 775) 
 
7KHVHOLQHVUHFRJLVHWKDWZRRGJDWKHULQJZDVDOZD\VDQµLQWUXVLRQ¶EXWRQHWKDt was 
tolerated in a fairer, pre-HQFORVXUHFRPPXQLW\1RZODQGRZQHUVKDYHEHFRPHGHVSRWLFµWXUNV
LPSHULDO¶VHYHUHO\FXUWDLOLQJWKHSRRU¶VDFFHVVWRWKHODQGDQGZRRGJDWKHULQJKDVEHHQ
criminalised. Clare may here be thinking particularly of Helpston after its enclosure in 1809, 
but it is also quite possible that he is referring to the longer-standing attempts to curb wood 
gathering identified by Bushaway. 
µ:RRGPHQ¶WKHUHIRUHZHUHE\QRPHDQVLQQRFHQWILJXUHVIRU&ODUHDVKHDVVRFLDWHV
them with painful changes to the landscape associated with enclosure: in Helpstone (1820), 
KHQRWHVµ+RZRIW,¶YHVLJKGDWDOWHUDWLRQVPDGH7RVHHWKHZRRGPDQVFUXHOD[HHPSOR\¶G
$WUHHEHKHDGHGRUDEXVKGHVWUR\¶G¶ (EP i. 159). Thus there is guilt, anxiety, and a sense of 
ORVVLQWKHµRULVRQ¶SDVVDJHDVZHOODVZRQGHUDQGH[FLWHPHQW7RPRYHLQWRWKHXQNQRZQWR
HQFRXQWHUWKHµXQH[SHFWHG¶LVWRIDFHQRWRQO\WKHSRVVLELOLW\RIWUDQVJUHVVLRQEXWDOVRWKH
prospect of the dissolution of the self, which is figured in WKHFKLOG¶VIHDURIµZDNLQJVSLULWV¶
&ODUH¶VMRXUQH\WRWKHHGJHRIWKHRULVRQKLVEUHDNLQJRIERXQGDULHVLVDOVRDQHQFRXQWHU
ZLWKGHDWK7KLVLVKLQWHGDWHDUOLHULQWKHSDVVDJHZKHUHµWKHEULQNRIWKHZRUOG¶LV
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKµKHDYHQ¶DQGSHUKDSV KHOOµDODUJHSLW¶7KHIUDJPHQWEUHDNVRIIEHIRUH
drawing any Wordsworthian conclusions about the long-term effects of such apprehensions 
RQWKHVHOI$ODQ9DUG\DUJXHVWKDW:RUGVZRUWK¶VµLGHDOLVWVXEOLPH¶IRFXVHVRQµWKH
H[SDQVLRQRIWKHSRHW¶VPLQG¶WKURXJKWUDQVJUHVVLRQZKLOH&ODUHUHIXVHVµWRUHFXSHUDWHWKH
REMHFWVRIQDWXUHLQWRWKHDHVWKHWLFFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKHVHOI¶ (24, 18). A comparison of the end 
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of the boat-stealing passage from The Prelude ZLWKWKHHQGRI&ODUH¶VSDVVDJHWHQGVWR
VXSSRUWWKLVSRLQW:KHUHDVWKHQRFWXUQDOHQFRXQWHUZLWKWKHµKXJHSHDN¶HPSKDVLVHVLWV
HIIHFWRQWKH\RXQJ:RUGVZRUWK¶VLPDJLQDWLRQ± µ>@KXJHDQGPLJKW\)RUPVWKDWGRQRW
live / Like living men, moved slowly through the mind / By day, and were a trouble to my 
GUHDPV¶ (39) ± &ODUH¶VH[SHULHQFHRIOLPLQDOLW\HQGVZLWKWKHPDWHULDOGHWDLORIWKHSK\VLFDO
threat of a falling tree. However, that is not to say that Clare is uninterested in the 
construction of the self through the sublime. Not only is the child at the time changed and 
disturbed by his experience, but this retrospective passage, with its controlled, distanced 
presentation of childish experience, suggests the adult ability to manage the excess of the 
sublime that is lacking in the child. The implication is that the incident is educative: enabling 
as well as troubling. It is an assertion of the significance of confusion, blankness, and loss ± 
the delocalising effects of the sublime ± in forming subjectivity. 
 
 
III 
 
 
This article complicates the still-prevailing critical view of John Clare as a writer of 
WKHµORFDO¶+HZDVDOZD\VLQWHUHVWHGLQLWVSRWHQWLDOVWUDQJHQHVVDQGWKHGHORFDOLVLQJHIIHFWV
of literature. He also had a sense of national identity. &ODUH¶VZULWLQJVVKRZHYLGHQFHRIWKH
attempt to think of England in two related ways: as a political community brought together at 
times of threat, and as a community of taste brought together by a way of apprehending the 
natural world. The latter idea iVSUHVHQWHGPRVWHIIHFWLYHO\LQµ7KH)OLWWLQJ¶ZULWWHQDIWHUKLV
move from Helpston to Northborough in 1832.  The poem is often quoted as evidence of how 
&ODUH¶VLGHQWLW\GHSHQGHGRQKLVVHQVHRISODFH,WLVWUXHWKDWLWUHIOHFWVHSLVWHPRORJLFDO
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confusion consequent on the move. In January in 1832, he wrote to his publisher John Taylor 
WKDWµ,KDYHKDGVRPHGLIILFXOWLHVWROHDYHWKHZRRGV	KHDWKV	IDYRXULWHVSRWVWKDWKDYH
known me for so long for the very molehills on the heath & the old trees in the hedges seem 
ELGGLQJPHIDUHZHOO>@¶ (Letters 561). ,W¶VW\SLFDORI&ODUHWRHPSKDVLVHKLVFRQQHFWLRQWR
the local environment through personification, projecting his own dislocation and loss onto 
WKHQDWXUDOZRUOG6RPHWKLQJVLPLODUKDSSHQVLQµ7KH)OLWWLQJ¶EXWLWJRHVIDUEH\RQGWKH
letter by finding strategies to deal with this loss, an aspect of the poem that is often forgotten 
(e.g. Bate Song 162). Rather than being a straightforward cri de coeur, it is a complex, 
ambivalent text. 
µ7KH)OLWWLQJ¶describes how in the new environment of Northborough, the summer is 
µOLNHDVWUDQJHU¶WKHQLJKWLQJDOHLVµDWORVV¶µWKHVXQHHQVHHPVWRORRVHLWVZD\1RUNQRZV
WKHTXDUWHULWLVLQ¶&ODUHLVVXUURXQGHGE\µDOOIRUHLJQWKLQJV¶ (Poems of the Middle Period 
[MP] iii. 479-83; ll. 3, 27, 55-56, 98). The dislocation is not only geographical, but also 
temporal. No longer reminded of the past by contemplating well known spots, Clare is 
VHSDUDWHGIURPKLVPHPRULHVµ7KHUHVQRQHZKHUHER\KRRGPDGHDVZHH>VZLQJ@ / Or 
FODPEHUHGXSWRUREDFURZ¶OO-100). But the poem does not end with this epistemological 
FULVLV,WJRHVRQWRFRQVLGHUWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQDFORVHHQJDJHPHQWZLWKRQH¶VORFDO
environment, and the sort of writing that Clare admires. He rejeFWVWKHµKDXJKW\SRPS¶O
DQGVXEOLPHLPDJHVRIµIDQF\VVWUDLQLQJH\H¶OLQIDYRXURIµYHUVHWKDWPLOG	 
bland / Breaths of green fields & RSHQVN\¶OO-7KLVJHQWOHµQDWLYHSRHV\¶O
recollects and admires the smallest details of nature, a point emphasised by the punning 
SHUVRQLILFDWLRQµSRHV\¶µSRV\¶RIWKHPXVHEHDULQJµZUHDWKV¶ORIIORZHUV7KH
ODQGVFDSHDURXQG1RUWKERURXJKWKHUHIRUHLVQRORQJHUFRQFHLYHGDVµIRUHLJQ¶OWKLV
alterity is shifted onto the µPDUEOHFLWLHV¶ODVVRFLDWHGZLWKVXEOLPHYHUVH 
15 
 
 :KDWGRHV&ODUHPHDQE\µQDWLYHSRHV\¶"3UREDEO\WZRWKLQJVWKDWLWLVQDWXUDOO\
occurring and that it relates to particular origins. Earlier in the poem, he describes the 
pleasure of contemplatinJWKHµQDWLYHILHOG¶OVXUURXQGLQJ+HOSVWRQ+HUHWKRXJKLW
refers to something greater than simply his home parish. After all, in the later part of the 
poem, he accepts that the new environment of Northborough is not totally different. He is 
reminGHGRIDQGFRQQHFWHGWR+HOSVWRQDVKHYLHZVWKHZHHGVVKHSKHUG¶VSXUVHLY\DQG
woodbine) that surround his new home: 
 
I feel at times a love & joy 
For every weed & every thing 
[...] 
 
& why²this µVKHSKHUGVSXUVH¶WKDWJURZV 
In this strange spot²In days gone by  
Grew in the little garden rows 
On my old home now left²And I 
Feel what I never felt before 
This weed an ancient neighbour here 
& though I own the spot no more 
Its every trifle makes it dear (ll. 189-90, 193-200) 
 
The sight of the shepherd¶VSXUVHOLQNVKLPWRWKHSDVWEXWWKLVLVPRUHWKDQVLPSOHQRVWDOJLD
Something new and strange happens to the self, as is emphasised by the caesura in the middle 
RIWKHVWDQ]D7KHUH¶VDQHPEU\RQLFVHQVHRILQWHUFRQQHFWHGQHVVWKDWJRHVEH\RQGWKHORFDOto 
LQFOXGHµHYHU\ZHHG	HYHU\WKLQJ¶:KDWZHKDYHLQWKLVSRHPWKHQLVDUHFRJQLWLRQWKDW
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the self-pitying regret of the early stages of the poem is insufficient and childish; a feeling 
WKDWµLOOEHFRPHVDPDQO7KHUHLVDQDFFHSWDQFHWKDWµWLPHs will change and friends 
PXVWSDUW¶O)XUWKHUPRUHKRZHYHULQFKRDWHO\LWSUHVHQWVWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIDZLGHU
community based, at least partly, on a love of the natural world.  
The final stanza describes the triumph of nature over man-made objects and, by 
LPSOLFDWLRQWKHVXSHULRULW\RIµQDWLYHSRHV\¶RYHUVXEOLPHYHUVH 
 
So where old marble citys stood 
Poor persecuted weeds remain 
[...]  
And still the grass eternal springs 
Where castles stood and grandeur died (ll. 211-12, 215-16) 
   
John Lucas UHDGVµ7KH)OLWWLQJ¶DVDSROLWLFDOSRHPUDWKHUWKDQµDVWRLFDOH[HUFLVHDERXW
FRPLQJWRWHUPVZLWKWKHSRHWU\RIQDWXUH¶VXJJHVWLQJWKDWLWVILQDOOLQHVUHIHUWRµWKHLGHDWKDW
WRWKHRZQHUVRI(QJODQGLWVSHRSOHDUHZHHGVRUJUDVV¶WKHUHIRUHWKHSRHPV concludes with 
µDQDFWRIUHFODPDWLRQWKDWLVUDGLFDO>@7KLVLVDQLQYDGLQJDUP\¶ µ3ODFHV¶94-5). This 
UHDGLQJLVSODXVLEOHEXWLWZRUNVDJDLQVWDUJXPHQWVKHKDVPDGHHOVHZKHUHDERXW&ODUH¶VODFN
of a sense of Englishness. He interprets the taming RI&ODUH¶VUHJLRQDOLVPE\SXEOLVKHUVDQG
SDWURQVDVV\PSWRPDWLFRIWKHZD\LQZKLFKDVDQµRXWODZ¶GLDOHFWSRHWKLVYRLFHZDVQRW
FRQVLGHUHGSURSHUO\µ(QJOLVK¶WKHUHIRUHDOWKRXJK&ODUH¶VDOLHQDWLRQLVµGHHSO\UHSUHVHQWDWLYH
RI(QJOLVKH[SHULHQFH¶KHLVXQDEOHWRFRQVWUXFWWKHµWRWDOLVLQJP\WKV¶DERXW(QJODQGWKDWZH
might find in Wordsworth and Shelley (England 160).  
&ODUH¶VORFDOLVPVHHPVDWWLPHVWRKDYHHQWLUHO\WUXPSHGDQ\VHQVHRI(QJOLVKQHVV
but this does not always apply: if Lucas is right abRXWµ7KH)OLWWLQJ¶WKHQ&ODUHLVUHIHUULQJDW
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the end to a national FRPPXQLW\RIRSSUHVVHGSOHELHDQV$IWHUDOOLWZDVQ¶WMXVW+HOSVWRQWKDW
ZDVDIIHFWHGE\HQFORVXUH7KHWULXPSKRIµSHUVHFXWHGZHHGV¶WKHUHIRUHLVQRWVLPSO\
SHFXOLDUWR&ODUH¶VµQDWLYHVSRW¶WKH\FDQEHIRXQGLQ+HOSVWRQ1RUWKERURXJKDQG
HYHU\ZKHUHHOVHµ7KH)OLWWLQJ¶LVDSRHPDERXWORVVEXWDOVRDERXWHVFDSLQJIURPVHOI-pity 
through identification with a wider community that incorporates the natural world, but also 
the rural labouring classes (which is not to say that Clare did not feel alienated from this 
JURXSWRR%\LPDJLQLQJKLPVHOIDVDµZHHG¶WUDQVSODQWHGIURPKLVµQDWLYHVSRW¶EXWVWLOO
FDSDEOHRISURGXFLQJµQDWLYHSRHV\¶&ODUHLVDEOHWRPRYHDZD\IURPWKHWURXEOHGVolitary 
self of the early parts of the poem to something like a celebration of national community. 
 
 
IV 
 
µ7KH)OLWWLQJ¶LVDFRPSOH[O\ULFDODQGXOWLPDWHO\XSOLIWLQJSRHP,WVWUHDWPHQWRIQDWLRQDO
identity is quite different from that to be found in ClaUH¶VHDUOLHUSDWULRWLFYHUVH7KHVHSRHPV
are more publically-orientated, using the language of popular songs and broadside ballads as 
well as, one suspects, newspaper articles that Clare had read. In their tendency to present 
Britain (rather than England) as a community brought together at times of threat and conflict, 
they are clearly influenced by the popular unifying rhetoric surrounding the Napoleonic 
Wars. But Clare is rarely convincing in this mode, perhaps because it entails suppressing the 
individuDOLW\DQGDWWHQWLRQWRGHWDLOWKLVLVVRHIIHFWLYHLQµ7KH)OLWWLQJ¶)RUH[DPSOHLQ
µ:DWHUORR¶&ODUHFHOHEUDWHVµEULWLVKFRXUDJHEULWLVKEUHHG¶DQGVXJJHVWVWKDW at times 
of national victory, the µORZOLHVWRIWKHORZO\SODLQ¶PXVWELGµDGLHXWR toil / And [his] rural 
VWUDLQVDZKLOH¶ (EP 1. 208-9). British national identity is more significant than individuality 
DQGRYHUZULWHVFODVVGLIIHUHQFHVµ*HQ¶UDOV3ULYDWHVDOODVRQH(DFKDWKHDUWD:HOOLQ>J@WRQ¶ 
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(211). This poem provides a gloss on the asylum notebook that Clare kept towards the end of 
his life, which mainly contained names of various women that he had met, but also shows 
him identifying with great men like Byron and Wellington. Nelson was a particular favourite: 
thus we find the possibO\GHOXVLRQDORUVLPSO\SOD\IXO"VHQWHQFHµ/RUG1HOVRQ-RKQ&ODUH
RQ%RDUGWKH³/¶2ULHQW´)ODJVKLSUHFHLYLQJWKH6ZRUGVRIWKH(QHP\¶ (quoted in Bate, John 
Clare 503).9 It was reported by a visitor to Clare during the asylum years that he was able to 
give convincing accounts of the Battle of the Nile and the death of Nelson at Trafalgar, 
µIDQF\LQJKLPVHOIRQHRIWKHVDLORUVZKRKDGEHHQLQWKHDFWLRQ¶ (Mitford i. 195). CODUH¶VODWHU
identifications are adumbrated by earlier poems that focus on three British admirals: Benbow, 
Grenville, and Nelson.10 ,Qµ1HOVRQDQGWKH1LOH¶WKHDGPLUDOLVVRGRPLQDQWDVWR
obscure all other figures, standing metonymically for the sailors celebrated by Clare in other 
SRHPVDQGIRUWKHQDWLRQLWVHOIµ:KHUHHYHU(QJODQGVIODJXQIXUOHG+HULHJQHG	UXOHG
DORQH¶ (MP iv. 101). The poem deifies Nelson to the extent that he commands the elements 
DQGFDXVHV1HSWXQHWRµWKU>R@ZKLVFRUDOFURZQDZD\¶DFRQFHLWWKDW&ODUHKDGDOVRXVHGLQ
an earlier poem on Benbow) (104). %\WKHHQGRIWKHSRHPWKHFRQFHQWUDWLRQRQ1HOVRQ¶V
apotheoisis means that England has been forgotten. 
Other early poems are more focused on the national community, and particularly on 
(QJOLVKRU%ULWLVKYDORXU,Qµ+DLO(QJODQGROG(QJODQGP\FRXQWU\	KRPH¶(QJODQGLVµWKH
GUHDGRIWKHZRUOG¶ZKRVHµEUDYHKHURHVURDP>@LQOLEHUW\VFDXVH¶DQGZhich itself is 
SURWHFWHGE\µWKRX IORZHUVZLWKWKHLUFDQQRQV	*XQV¶DQGE\WKHµJXDUGLDQ2FHDQ¶ (EP i. 
38-9). %\µGUHDG¶&ODUHPHDQVSULQFLSDOO\VRPHWKLQJOLNHUHYHUHQFH± perhaps implying that 
the country has a divine sanction ±and this is the most obviously imperialistic of his poems. 
Clare does seem occasionally to have shared the public sense that the nation was under attack 
DQGQHHGHGWREHFHOHEUDWHGDQGH[DOWHG,QDQRWKHUHDUO\SRHPµ'HDWKRU9LFWRU\¶%ULWLVK
FRXUDJHLVFRQWUDVWHGZLWKµ*DOOLDV6RQV>ZKR@PD\IHDU%ULWLVK%ORRGDGYDQFLQJQHDU¶IRU
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µDWUXHEUHG%ULWRQQHYHUIOLHV>@+HHLWKHUZLQVWKHGD\RUGLHV¶ (EP i. 301-2). And 
µ'HDWKRIWKH%UDYH¶FHOHEUDWHVWKHKRQRXUDQGFRXUDJHRIDµKHUR¶µWRKLV&RXQWU\WUXHWRKLV
NLQJEUDYH	OR\DO¶ (EP i. 248). %\G\LQJµLQKLVFRXQWU\VFDXVH¶KHHQVXUHVWKDWKLs fame 
ZLOOLQVSLUHQDWLRQDOXQLW\µ$QG%ULWLVK\RXWKVILU¶GE\WK¶([DPSOHVJDYH6KDOOKDVWHQWR
%DWWOH	KDVWHQWR*ORU\¶ (248, 250). 
&ODUH¶VVHQVHRIWKHSROLWLFDOQDWLRQJHQHUDOO\RQO\DULVHVLQUHVSRQVHWRDWKUHDW
external or internal. Thus the poHPµ(QJODQG¶LQFOXGHGLQDQ$SULOOHWWHUWR7D\ORULV
written in the context of the political crisis surrounding Peterloo and the Cato Street 
FRQVSLUDF\,W¶VQRWDEOHWKDWZKHQWKHWKUHDWLVLQWHUQDO&ODUHWXUQVWR(QJODQGUDWKHUWKDQ
Britain. WhaWUHVXOWVLVDFRQIXVHGWURXEOHGSRHPWKDWVXJJHVWV,WKLQN&ODUH¶VGLIILFXOW\LQ
conceiving of England as a political community. Here is the opening, and also the final, 
stanza: 
 
England my countrey mong evils enthralling 
Where is the name that is dearer then thine 
Where is the heart so detests in thy falling 
Or woud beat with more sorrow to see it then mine 
England my country theres villains woud crush thee 
Thats shouting out freedom disention to sow 
In this hour of danger I heartily wish thee 
That scource of protection I cannot bestow (Letter 49) 
 
There is something rather depressing and hopeless about this poem; despite it stridency, it 
H[SUHVVHVDVHQVHRILPSRWHQFHLQWKHIDFHRIWKHµHYLOV¶EHVHWWLQJ(QJODQG$QGLVQDWLRQKHUH
really anything more WKDQDµQDPH¶"7KHUHLVQRQHRIWKHVSHFLILFLW\WKDWZHVHHLQPXFKRI
20 
 
&ODUH¶VZRUN7KHSRHWKLPVHOIDSSHDUVWREHµHQWKUDOO>HG@¶E\µHYLOV¶DOOKHFDQGRLV
HPSKDVLVHWKHVWUHQJWKRIKLVµVRUURZ¶7KHDQDUFKLVWLFYLOODLQVVHHPOLNHO\WRVXFFHHGDQ
eneP\ZLWKLQ7KHSRHP¶VPHWUHFRQWULEXWHVWRLWVDPELYDOHQFH$QDSHVWLFDQGGDFW\OLF
rhythms gives it a certain energy and drive, and connect it to the popular verse forms like 
broadside ballads. But the energy of the verse tends to be dissipated by its expressions of 
impotence. In the next stanza, the acknowledgement that England is already a restrictive and 
unequal society weakens the nationalistic rhetoric still further: 
 
England thy word so enchantingly sounding 
Thy name in my heart thrilling raptures renew 
& may thy base natives their mother land wounding 
Meet the resentment of those who are true 
Sharp tho the rod of restriction may bind thee 
Tho freedom may groan with much load overpowerd 
Better keep laws that have ages confind thee 
Then break them with wolves & be instant devourd (49) 
 
Clare tries to give this stanza a more optimistic tone; now it is England that does the 
HQWKUDOOLQJVHL]LQJKROGRIWKHVSHDNHU¶VKHDUW6WLOOWKHPHVVDJHLVKDUGO\VWUDLJKWIRUZDUGO\
triumphalist: better to suffer grim restrictions and imprisonment than to be destroyed! This 
XQFHUWDLQWRQHFRQWLQXHVWKURXJKRXWWKHSRHPWKXV&ODUHXUJHVWKDWLWLVEHWWHUWREHµVODYHV
in a land of your own / Then yield up to traitors to vainess aspiring / & banishd as slaves into 
deserWVXQNQRZQ¶ (50). The poem offers the hope of escaping from these two unpalatable 
DOWHUQDWLYHVEXWLWLVDVOHQGHURQH,QWKHSHQXOWLPDWHVWDQ]DKHRIIHUVµZDUP>@ZLVKHV¶WKDW
(QJODQGZLOOEHIUHHGDQGVXJJHVWVWKDWµGRXEWOHVVKHURHVEHERUQWKHH¶but the most he can 
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RIIHULQWKHHQGLVWKHKRSHWKDWµ<HWPD\FRPHWKHGD\ZKHQWKRXVKDOWEHIUHH¶ (50). The 
DX[LOLDU\YHUEVµPD\¶VXJJHVWVWKHSRHP¶VODFNRIFRQILGHQFHDQGFDQEHXVHIXOO\FRPSDUHG
WRWKHHQGRI3HUF\6KHOOH\¶Vµ(QJODQGLQ¶ZKLFKconcludes that the various national 
IODZVOLVWHGµDUHJUDYHVIURPZKLFKDJORULRXV3KDQWRPPD\%XUVWWRLOOXPLQHD
WHPSHVWXRXVGD\¶ (327). Despite their ideological differences, the two poets are faced with a 
similar problem: how to conceive of political change without violent revolution on the French 
PRGHO,Q&ODUH¶VSRHPWKHUHSHWLWLRQRIWKHILUVWVWDQ]DPHDQVWKDWLWHQGVZLWKWKHVSHDNHU
emphasising his failure to protect the country. Clare wants England to change in some way, 
but is unable to imagine any form of change that would not be destructive.11 
µ(QJODQG¶LVQRWRQHRI&ODUH¶VEHVWSRHPVWKDWKHKLPVHOIZDVQRWFRPIRUWDEOHZLWK
LWLVDSSDUHQWIURPWKHKHDY\LURQ\RIKLVFRPPHQWWR7D\ORUWKDWµ,WKLQN,VKDOOVWDQGD
chance for the Laureat 9DFDQF\QH[WWLPHLWWXUQVRXW¶7D\ORUZDVVXUHO\EHLQJ
GLSORPDWLFZKHQKHVWDWHGWKDWµ,OLNHWKH3RHPRQ(QJODQGYHU\ZHOOEXWQRWTXLWHVRPXFK
DVVRPHRWKHUV¶ (Letters 51). 1RQHWKHOHVVLWLVDVLJQLILFDQWZRUN,WH[HPSOLILHV&ODUH¶V
ambivalent politics, which were heightened by his need to stay on good terms with patrons 
like Radstock, and how they made it difficult for him to conceive, in a positive sense, of 
England as a political entity. Part of the problem is that Clare generally avoided the simplistic 
Francophobia that we find in many writers of the period and which allowed them to imagine 
(QJOLVKQHVVWKURXJKDSURFHVVRI2WKHULQJ+LVVHQVHRIKRZWKHµURGRIUHVWULFWLRQ¶UXOHG
England was too powerful for this. It is therefore quite appropriate and consistent when he 
ZULWHVWRKLVZLIHLQGHVFULELQJWKH1RUWKDPSWRQ$V\OXPDVµWKHSXUJDWRULDOOKHOO	
)UHQFK%DVWLOHRI(QJOLVKOLEHUW\¶ (Letters 657). 6LPLODUO\LQWKHSRHPµ5HPHPEUDQFHV¶
µ,QFORVXUHOLNHD%XRQDSDUWHOHWQRWDWKLQJUHPDLQ¶WKHFXOWXUDOFOLFKpWKDWDVVRFLDWHVW\UDQQ\
with the French is in both cases mobilised by Clare to suggest the oppression of the English 
labouring classes (MP iii. 133). 
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V 
 
,ILWGRHVQRWZRUNLQSROLWLFDOWHUPVZKHUHHOVHGRHV&ODUH¶VVHQVHRI(QJOLVKQHVVOLH"
7RDQVZHUWKLVZHQHHGWRUHWXUQWRWKHFRQFHSWRIµQDWLYHSRHV\¶DFRQFHSWZKLFKVWHPV
from a combination of his rural roots and his engagement with urban literary culture, 
particularly the circle around the London Magazine.12 As is apparent from 7KH6KHSKHUG¶V
Calendar (1827) ± ZULWWHQRQWKHVXJJHVWLRQRI&ODUH¶VDQGWKH/RQGRQ0DJD]LQH¶Veditor, 
John Taylor ± the poet was invested in rural customs which, while they might be peculiar to a 
particular parish or region, could also be seen as forming part of a national tradition. In the 
mid-VKHSURMHFWHGDFROOHFWLRQRIµ1DWLRQDODQG3URYLQFLDO0HORGLHV6HOHFWHGIURPWKH
Singing and Recitations of the Peasantry in DQGDERXW+HOSVWRQHDQGLWVQHLJKERXUKRRG¶13 
The connection between local, provincial, and national tradition could not be more clearly 
PDGH,QWKHSRHPµ7KH6RQJVRI2XU/DQG¶KHHPSKDVLVHVWKDWVXFKWUDGLWLRQDOPHORGLHV
played a valuable role in cementing a national tradition of liberty and heroism and protecting 
WKHQDWLRQIURPLWVIRHV+HFODLPVWKDWWKHVHVRQJVDUHµOLNHDQFLHQWODQGPDUNV¶D
particularly powerful image for Clare, suggesting that they provide individuals with the 
possibility of navigating national identity, just as a particular tree or pathway would allow 
KLPWRQDYLJDWHKLVRZQµVHOI-LGHQWLW\¶ (Later Poems [1984] ii. 1000).  
These interests were not simply a product of his rural background: as Mina Gorji has 
DUJXHGµ&ODUH¶VSHUVRnal nostalgia for local folk culture also became part of an urban and 
FROODERUDWLYHHQGHDYRXUWRFHOHEUDWHDQGUHYLYHWKHVRQJDQGFXVWRPVRIPHUU\(QJODQG¶ 
µ³0HUU\(QJODQG´¶ :RXOG&ODUH¶VFROOHFWLRQHYHUKDYHEHHQFRQFHLYHGLIKHKDGQRW
gone to LondRQ"µ&RFNQH\¶ZULWHUVIRUWKHPHWURSROLWDQOLWHUDU\MRXUQDOVVXFKDVWKHLondon 
and the New Monthly Magazine sought to represent and reaffirm the significance of rural 
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popular culture, sometimes for reasons to do with their oppositional politics. Like William 
+D]OLWWDQG-RKQ+DPLOWRQ5H\QROGV&ODUHZDVHQWKXVLDVWLFDERXWµ7KH)DQF\¶WKH
subculture surrounding pugilism that emphasised its patriotic virtues; he visited the Fives 
Court to observe the boxers training, and wished that he was able to offer patURQDJHWRµ-RQHV
WKH6DLORU%R\¶ZKRDVDQH[-member of the British Navy, exemplified what prize-fighting 
was meant to be all about (Prose 96).  For urban writers such as Hazlitt, Reynolds, Charles 
Lamb, William Hone, Leigh Hunt, and Keats, celebrating traditional customs, games, tales, 
and festivities also entailed celebrating a particular strand of English literature, which 
LQFOXGHG6SHQVHU¶VThe Shepheardes CalendarWKHZRUNRIYDULRXVRWKHUµROGSRHWV¶
:DOWRQ¶VCompleat AnglerDQGWKHVRQJVDQGEDOODGVLQFOXGHGLQ3HUF\¶VReliques and other 
FROOHFWLRQVVRPHRIZKLFKZRXOGKDYHEHHQLQFOXGHGLQ&ODUH¶VFROOHFWLRQ$V&ODUHQRWHG
LQµ7R&KDUOHV/DPE¶-30): 
 
Friend Lamb thou chusest well to love the lore 
Of our old by gone bards whose racey page 
Rich mellowing Time made sweeter then before 
The blossom left for the long garnered store 
Of fruitage now right luscious in its age (MP iv. 205) 
 
The connection between a certain sort of poetry and natural fruitfulness is palpable. A 
VLPLODUO\HFRPLPHWLFOLQNLVPDGHWR:DOWRQ¶VCompleat Angler, which Clare described in 
DVµDGHOLJKWIXOERRNLWLVWKHEHVW(QJOLVK3DVWRUDOWKDWFDQEHZULWWHQWKHGHVFULSWLRQV
DUHQDWXUHXQVXOOLHGE\IDVKLRQDEOHWDVWHVRIWKHWLPH¶ (JCBH 171). Similarly, in an 1832 
OHWWHUWR7D\ORUKHVWDWHGWKDWWKHSRHP:LOOLDP%URZQZDVµYHU\RULJLQDO	WUXHWRQDWXUH
WKDWLVYHU\HQJOLVK>@DVRUWRI,VDDF:DOWRQLQYHUVH¶ (Letters 563). This is what he means 
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E\µQDWLYHSRHV\¶EHLQJ(QJOLVKIRU&ODUHVXggests a closeness to the specifics of the natural 
world and an ability to represent them accurately and without literary pretension, producing 
µYHUVHPLOGDQGEODQG¶DQGDYRLGLQJµIDQF\VVWUDLQLQJH\H¶ 
 7KLVDUWLFOHKDVIRFXVHGPDLQO\RQ&ODUH¶V pre-asylum work. It is well known that his 
later poetry often moves away from the careful topography of his earlier writings, and shows 
WKHVHOIORVWLQVWUDQJHHQYLURQPHQWVLWGRHVQRWQHFHVVDULO\ILWKLVRZQGHILQLWLRQRIµQDWLYH
SRHV\¶+RZHYHU0RUWRQUHDGVWKHPRVWIDPRXVODWHSRHPµ,$P¶DVDFXOPLQDWLRQRI
&ODUH¶VHFRORJLFDOFRQFHUQVSUHFLVHO\EHFDXVHRILWVVHQVHRIGLVSODFHPHQWWKHµVWXQQLQJ
PRPHQW¶ZKHQµRWKHUQHVVLVSHUFHLYHGDVLQWULQVLFWRWKHVHOI¶ (200). Similarly, his later work 
can be VHHQDVDIRUPRIµQDWLYHSRHV\¶WKDWUHJLVWHUVWKHFRPSOH[LW\DQGDPELYDOHQFHRI
QDWLRQKRRG7KLVLVDSSDUHQWLQWKH%\URQLFLPLWDWLRQVRI&ODUH¶VPLGGOH-aged annus 
mirabilis,Qµ'RQ-XDQ¶µ(QJODQG¶VJORU\¶LVSUHVHQWHGLURQLFDOO\DVDFDQWSKUDVe covering 
the self-LQWHUHVWHGSROLWLFDOVTXDEEOHVRIµ:KLJDQG7RU\¶ (Later Poems [1964] 88). And in 
µ&KLOGH+DUROG¶LWLVLQYRNHGRQO\LQUHODWLRQWRORVVDQGGHFOLQHµ(QJODQGP\FRXQWU\
though my setting sun / Sinks in the ocean gloom and dregs of lifH¶ (Later Poems [1964] 44). 
In the same year, he would imagine himself to be the pugilist Jack Randall issuing a 
µ&KDOOHQJH7R$OO7KH:RUOG¶ (JCBH 266). Its cosmopolitan call ± µKH,V1RW3DUWLFXODU$V
7R:HLJKW&RORXU2U&RXQWU\¶± suggests the delocalisDWLRQRI&ODUH¶VZULWLQJLQWKLVSHULRG
It also suggests the difficulty of conceiving of national identity in monolithic terms. Martial 
sports like pugilism and wrestling were often represented in the early nineteenth century as 
the apotheosis of specifically English masculinity, and yet this was always a porous and 
XQVWDEOHGLVFRXUVH&ODUH¶VIDWKHUDNHHQZUHVWOHUZDVKDOI-Scottish (like Byron), and 
5DQGDOOZDV,ULVK$QLGHDRIµ0HUU\(QJODQG¶KDGWRLQFOXGHRWKHUSDUWVRIWKH%ULWLVK,VOHV
while ostensibly excluding them. Indeed, the principal historiographical difficulty in dealing 
with national identity in the Romantic period is the discursive slippage between Englishness 
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and Britishness. British boxers and even, with caveats, ethnic outsiders like the Jew Daniel 
Mendoza and the African Americans Tom Molineux and Bill Richmond could participate 
IUHHO\LQWKHZRUOGRIµ7KH)DQF\¶1RQ-English pugilists, paradoxically, could be seen to 
embody Englishness by the same writers who emphasised their alterity, revealing the fragility 
of a national identity fractured between localism and cosmopolitanism.  
,URQLFDOO\WKHIUDJLOLW\RI(QJOLVKQHVVLVPRVWDSSDUHQWLQ&ODUH¶VHDUO\SDWULRWLF
poems, which move away from the naturalistic mode of most of his poetry to a strained and 
UDWKHUXQFRQYLQFLQJIRUPRISXEOLFDVVHUWLRQ)RU&ODUHWUXO\(QJOLVKµQDWLYHSRHV\¶PD\
actually entail writing that does not deal with England as an abstraction. But this is more than 
unreflective localism or ecomimesis. Rather than beiQJµQDWXUHXQVXOOLHG¶:DOWRQ¶VZRUNZDV
generically polyphonic and highly intertextual .HHJDQµ³&RPSOHWHQHVV´¶-12). Similarly, 
DV*RUMLVXJJHVWV&ODUH¶VµH[WHQVLYHNQRZOHGJH¶RIORFDOFXVWRPVDQGVRQJVDSSDUHQWLQ
writings such as 7KH6KHSKHUG¶VCalendarZDVµPHGLDWHGWKURXJK>@³SROLWH´OLWHUDU\
FKDQQHOV¶ µ³0HUU\(QJODQG´¶. It seems that it was at least partly through his engagement 
with metropolitan literary culture that he was able to fashion himself in relation to the larger 
narrative DERXW(QJOLVKQHVVFRQWDLQHGZLWKLQWKHFRQFHSWRIµQDWLYHSRHV\¶6RVLPSO\
locating Clare within a national community as well as that of his home parish is to miss the 
SRLQW%RWKIRUPVRIFRPPXQLW\ZHUHWRXVH0RUWRQ¶VSKUDVH about HelpstonµDOZD\V
alUHDG\FULVVFURVVHGZLWKRWKHUQHVV¶ (200). One of the dangers of dealing with labouring-class 
writers like Clare is that we get distracted by our sympathy for them as victims of class 
prejudice and by an ecocritical tendency to fetishise the local. The limitations of this 
approach are increasingly apparent: whatever problems Clare had, his creativity was spurred 
and developed by his encounters with the alien and unfamiliar, and his desire to identify 
himself with an idea of national community that itself was contested and unstable. 
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Notes 
I am very grateful to David Fairer and Bridget Keegan for their comments on an earlier draft 
of this article. Thanks also to those who responded to the paper I delivered on Clare at the 
University of Loughborough. 
 
1. Although Morton mentions Sartre in passing, other philosophers are given much more 
HPSKDVLVLQKLVGLVFXVVLRQ+RZHYHUKLVHPSKDVLVLQWKHERRN¶VILQDOSDJHVRQWKHQHHGIRU
µUDGLFDOFRPPLWPHQW¶VHHPVWRPHDXWKHQWLFDOO\6DUWUHDQ 
2. For a suggestive account of poetry and place in the Romantic period, see Stafford. 
3. The most significant study on Clare and place remains Barrell. Later critics have 
HPSKDVLVHGWKHHFRORJLFDODVSHFWVRI&ODUH¶VOocalism: see, for example, Bate, Song chapter 
6, and McCusick chapter 3. 
4. As recent critics have noted, Clare found a new form of place by locating himself within 
literary culture and history (e.g. Gorji, Place of Poetry). 
5&ODUH¶VDWWLWXGHWRWKHYLOODJHFRPPXQLW\ZDVDQDPELYDOHQWRQHDVHQVHRIDOLHQDWLRQ
existed alongside a desire to celebrate communal rituals and customs (Houghton). 
6$WWKHWLPHRIZULWLQJWKHUHLVQRFRPSOHWHVFKRODUO\HGLWLRQRI&ODUH¶VSURVH7KLVHGLWLRQ
of his autobiographical writings offers scrupulously accurate transcriptions, but not all 
material is included and the ordering and juxtaposition of fragments is inevitably open to 
question. The editors connect this passage with another autobiographical fragment to create a 
longer piece, but, having consulted the relevant manuscript (Peterborough MS A34, R6), it 
seems to me to stand as a discrete entity.  
7&ODUHDVVRFLDWHVKLVGLVOLNHRIIRUPDOHGXFDWLRQZLWKZDQGHULQJµ,FRQVLGHUHGZDONLQJLQ
the track of others and copying and dinging at things that had been found out some hundred 
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years ago had as little merit in it as a child walking in leading strings ere it can walk by 
KLPVHOI¶JCBH 16). 
80RUWRQ¶VZRUNWHQGVWRSUREOHPDWLVHDQ\FOHDUGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQVSDFHDQGSODFH (e.g. 
169-70). 
9/¶2ULHQWKDGFDUULHG1DSROHRQWR(J\SWLn 1798 and was the French flagship at the Battle 
RIWKH1LOHZKLFKH[SORGHGDIWHULWVPDJD]LQHFDXJKWILUH1HOVRQ¶VFRIILQZDVFDUYHGIURPD
SLHFHRIWKHVKLS¶VPDLQPDVW 
10)RU&ODUH¶VLQWHUHVWLQWKHVHa and naval matters, see Keegan Nature Poetry 137-47. 
11. For a helpful account RI&ODUH¶VSROLWLFVVHH9DUG\ chapter 8. 
12$GHWDLOHGDFFRXQWRI&ODUH¶VFRQQHFWLRQZLWKWKHLondon can be found in Sales 34-49. 
13'HDFRQLVDQLQYDOXDEOHUHVRXUFHIRUXQGHUVWDQGLQJ&ODUH¶VHQJDJHPHQWZLWKUXUDO
customs and songs. 
14.HHJDQQRWHV&ODUH¶VIDVFLQDWLRQGXULQJWKHDV\OXP\HDUVZLWKWKHVHDDVDV\PERORIWKH
self adrift (Nature Poetry 146-7). 
15. Clare and pugilism is discussed by Bates and Sales 130-44. For pugilism and national 
identity, see Higgins and Whale. 
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